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SMOKE'S COURSE PACKS 'EM IN
by William Scott Brown
UM Publications and Media Relations
There was a time in Montana's history when, if you were to start talking
about higher education, a listener would likely look at vou kind of queer and
wonder what you were talking about.
were limited.

Higher than what?

The possibilities

Maybe he thought you meant learning to count cattle from the

back of a horse or going up into the hills to read.
By 1895 of course, things had changed.

The University of Montana had

been founded, and higher education was something imparted on the second floor
of Main Hall or, for that matter in the basement.
But some things never seem to change, and today, despite the availability
of such courses as "Administrative Accounting Controls," "Major Philosophers
of the 19th Century," and "Medical Parasitology" some UM students are qettino
part of their "higher" education on the back of a horse or up in the mountains.
For the past 17 years one of the most popular courses with UM students
hasn't been in the course cataloaue and isn't taught anvwhere in Main Hall.
Year after year "Packing and Outfitting," taunht by Missoula outfitter and
guide Smoke Elser, packs em in.
Each winter groups of University students join Missoulians of every
stripe in the chilly, stone barn at Smoke's upper Rattlesnake ranch for an
eight-week initiation into the mysteries, both ancient and modern, of packing
with mules and horses.

They learn that a Decker is a pack saddle, not a

sandwich, that a manty is a canvas sheet used to package gear, and that even
nice horses and mules can "bite, kick and step on you."
(over)
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The cold barn warms up fast as students manty and load countless bales
of hay.

By the end of the course even the greenest of greenhorns can put on

loads that have a reasonable chance of staying on, while those with more aptitude
are beginning to jerk ropes like old hands.
But one of the real rewards of the course is getting to know Smoke himself,
in the process catching his enthusiasm for the packer's life and craft and
picking up the little tricks of the trade that have earned Smoke a reputation
as one of Montana's best outfitters.
Outfitter is one of those romance-laden labels— like cowboy or lumber-jack.
And at first glance Smoke appears to have all the stereotypical attributes:
an easy affability, an open weather-worn face, powerful rope-gnarled hands,
and legs bowed by a quarter century in the saddle.

No doubt about it; Smoke

is an outfitter through and through.
Says Smoke, "Outfitting has everything I ever wanted," and heading the
list of everything is "independence."

Running a close second is "versatility."

"You have to know something about everything," he says.

"But the biggest

thing is that the everyday job is a combination of everything that the good
life in Montana offers:

wilderness, good people, scenery, trout, elk, mountains..

"My job is never boring."
Hearing Smoke talk like that with his faint drawl, you have to figure
he was born leading a mule string up some winding mountain trail. Don't.
Smoke came to Montana 25 years ago from Youngstown, Ohio, because, after
a boyhood of scouting and camping, he wanted to be a forest ranger.

This isn't

to say he isn't a real Montanan; he is, but like a lot of "real" Montanans
he just wasn't fortunate enough to have been born here.
(more)
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He graduated from the University of Montana in 1964 with a teaching
certificate in high school science and a minor in forestry.

Long before

that, however, he'd given up his dream of being a forest ranqer.

Surmer

jobs with the Forest Service had convinced him that "there was too much politics
in forestry.

The turning point came during one of those summer jobs when

he met "Hobnail" Tom Edwards, an outfitter who owned and operated the famed
White Tail Ranch in Ovando.
"Tom Edwards was a real salesman for the wilderness and the outfitter's
life," says Smoke.

Shortly after their meeting Smoke went to work, wrangling

for Edwards, and in the summers that followed, Smoke learned the packer's
craft from two of the best, Edwards and later Howard Copenhaver.
By the time he graduated from UM, Smoke had his own outfit.

In the winter

of his senior year he borrowed every dollar he could get ahold of and bounht
out Ferd Prochnow.

In the process he bought the packing course that Prochnow

taught as part of the UM riding program that operated in the late '50s and
early *60s in UM's arena, now the garage at the physical plant.
The riding program folded a year later but not the packing course.
Smoke moved it first to the county fairgrounds, then in 1967 to the ranch
in the Rattlesnake that he still leases from Montana Power.
I really like to teach," says Smoke.

"It's a chance to show somebody

a way of life that most people only dream about.

"It gives me a sense of

accomplishment to see somebody who's only seen a horse through a car window
learn in eight weeks to stand up next to a real mule and throw a basket hitch,
a barrel hitch and a diamond hitch."
(over)
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Since 1964 more than 1,500 people have learned to pack from Smoke, about
half of them UM students.

Only a handful have gone on to earn commercial

outfitter's licenses, but hundreds have parleyed Smoke's training into summer
jobs as wranglers and guides with Smoke, other outfitters and federal agencies.
Even more have discovered in packing into the high country a hobby that will
give them pleasure for the rest of their lives.
Smoke himself has never stopped learning and thinking about the skills
he uses to make a living.

He's always looking for a better way.

As a result

the course has kept up with changes in packing techniques.
It has changed in other ways too.

Two years ago Smoke offered an advanced

course in the late spring during which students go on a five-day pack trip
into either the Bob Marshall, the Scapegoat, the Bitterroot or the Rattlesnake
Wilderness.

Add "Advanced Horse and Mule Packing" to the catalogue and one

branch of "higher" education may have come full circle over the last hundred
years.
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